Judith Stephenson, Karen Newman and Susannah Mayhew provide a range of thoughtful observations on the complex relationships between population trends, climate change and public health. In particular they correctly highlight the need to ensure that climate change adaptation and mitigation strategies are informed by explicit principles of intra-and intergenerational equity. The article also includes useful reminders about the role of economic consumption in driving greenhouse gas emissions and the many ways in which climate change is already a powerful driver of migration and refugee flows.
In reflecting on the relationship between demography and climate change, it is however important to be clear that the scale and urgency of the actions needed to prevent runaway climate change and the relatively long trajectories of demographic transformations mean that targeted fertility control will have limited short-term impact. The major contribution of population control initiatives is therefore likely to be in the long-term stabilization of sustainable consumption and emission trends.
While debates continue about long-term emissions targets and trajectories, there is considerable scientific agreement, including from the IPCC, that the failure to secure a peak in greenhouse gas emissions by 2020 will make the task of keeping the global average temperature rise below 28 extremely difficult-if not impossible. And as emissions continue to rise and warming continues, there is an ever-growing risk of 'tipping points' being crossed, leading to non-linear processes and abrupt changes, such as rapid loss of polar ice, the release of large amounts of carbon from permafrost, or the loss of large ecosystems such as the Arctic or tropical rainforests. Practically speaking, these 'tipping points' would be non-reversible.
The timetable for effective action needed to prevent runaway climate change therefore calls for emergency speed responses, on the scale of wartime mobilization or post-war reconstruction. The components of the necessary transformations are well understood: strengthen energy efficiency; build renewable energy capacity; phase out fossil fuel use; sequester carbon and implement adaptive strategies to ensure that the transition to a low carbon future is managed as equitably and sustainably as possible. The fundamental and formidable challenge remains: how to mobilize the political and social will to drive transformational change at the speed and scale required.
Local, national and global demographic trends will form an important part of the context within which strategies for a rapid transition to a low carbon economy are developed and implemented. However, there are a number of reasons why it is already too late to look to population control as a significant source of short-to medium-term emission reductions.
No matter what fertility programs might achieve, world population continues to grow because of flow-ons from previous high-fertility cohorts rather than from high-birth rates in developing countries. In fact fertility has already fallen to near-replacement levels and below replacement levels in those parts of the world where economic development is most rapidly increasing the use of fossil fuels.
Moreover, China and India are not the only culprits in the expansion of fossil fuel energy use. The burning of coal has been growing throughout the first world economies with over 250 new of coal-powered stations being built in Europe and North America. Any apparent reduction in carbon production in the first world derives from the decay of manufacturing and the relocation of production to lowercost countries.
At the same time, the very real population pressures on poor countries are being eased by immigration to first world countries where birth rates have fallen to below replacement levels and labour shortages are growing, especially for unskilled, low-status work.
To focus on 'emerging dangers' of third world development to global warming is to avoid the inconvenient truth that the major reductions in fossil energy use must come from the first world. If that means a real decline in private living standards, a necessary condition of reducing carbon emissions may be increasing investment in collective social infrastructure.
To balance the moral and socio-economic ledger, the first world will need to embrace climate and economic refugees, just as the New World absorbed millions of surplus Europeans from the 1830s to the 1970s. Social resentment and instability can be mitigated by the rapid absorption of such immigrants into full citizenship and social equality, avoiding the growth of irregular workforces of unprotected, low-paid illegal immigrants and ghettoes of deprivation. Transparent institutionalized fairness will be essential to offset political and social extremism.
Improving women's access to family planning and building female literacy are necessary in themselves for social justice and human development. While it is true that the outcomes of these initiatives will also have positive longterm impacts on emissions trends, the immediate priorities for emissions reduction are to significantly and rapidly transform existing energy production and consumption levels and systems.
